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Citizen Science Takes Wing With Backyard Bird Count 
 
CEDARVILLE, OHIO -- Counting birds? In the winter? For one group of students at Cedarville 
University, bird watching was more than a unique way to pass a class, it also helped them beat the 
winter blues. 
  
This is the second-consecutive year that students in Dr. Mark Gathany’s Environmental Science, 
Sustainability and Stewardship course braved the bitter cold to participate in the Great Backyard Bird 
Count, an event sponsored by Wild Birds Unlimited, National Audubon Society, and Cornell Lab of 
Ornithology. 
  
The Great Backyard Bird Count is an international four-day event where citizen researchers — 
nonscientists who enjoy the outdoors and birds  — spend time in their favorite places watching and 
counting birds and reporting their findings. These observations help scientists better understand 
global bird populations before annual migrations. 
  
In one lab of this course, students learned about common birds found in Ohio and how to identify 
them and use binoculars to locate them. This lab took place several weeks before the Great 
Backyard Bird Count event February 12-15. 
  
“The Great Backyard Big Count is a neat example of several decades of citizen science,” said 
Gathany, professor of biology. “It’s a way to connect with the larger science community from the 
fields of Ohio.” 
  
This project also allowed Cedarville University students to contribute to this long-line monitoring 
study that first began in 1998. “We entered information about how many different species we 
observed, our location information and extra details about how many students were observing and 
how long we looked,” Gathany said. “Researchers using the data will use this information to account 
for level of skill in identification and relative effort.” 
  
Gathany was able to show his class its combined data results and also a comparison to the data of 
his 2019 class.This year, his class observed several species that weren’t seen in 2019. 
  
“I love getting my classes outside as often as I can to observe the environment, and this is a great 
way to do that,” Gathany said. “It also helps my students recognize the broadness of the scientific 
community. Although they’re part of a small campus here, through this project they’re part of a 
bigger research community.” 
  
Located in southwest Ohio, Cedarville University is an accredited, Christ-centered, Baptist institution 
with an enrollment of 4,550 undergraduate, graduate, and online students in more than 150 areas of 
study. Founded in 1887, Cedarville is one of the largest private universities in Ohio, recognized 
nationally for its authentic Christian community, rigorous academic programs, including the Bachelor 
of Science in Environmental Science program, strong graduation, and retention rates, accredited 
professional and health science offerings, and high student engagement ranking. For more 
information about the University, visit www.cedarville.edu. 
  
Written by Lauren McGuire  
 
